and the three girls Laura, Ada and Marta Gómez.
'Sombra' lay on the western end of the beach and across the creek, where Pepe planned the dwellings he would build for close family and friends. Just here would be a house for Elena, his mother, just behind it, the cottage of her servants; over there would be the home of his sister Elenita. Further away and above the narrow coastal plain would be placed the holiday houses for sale to the North American and Cuban company executives of Gillette, Coca-Cola, Pepsi and Materva. Pepe's plans widened in proportion to his energy and enthusiasm. Month after month he and Marianita travelled to Miami to select furnishings from the best of the North American way of life and its technology, material richness implanted upon the breathtaking scenery of Playa Abierta. For those who could afford it, a love affair with the United States epitomised the Cuban 1950s. The adults had the verandas, the beach, the fine cars, the cruisers. Children had volleyball and baseball on the beach, ping-pong and swimming in the house. Pepe's son Ricardo, aged eleven, was given a golf cart to take him and friends on joy rides around the estate; Julito got a Mercedez Benz for his sixteenth birthday.
Everyone got rides in the golf cart and 'Merceditas,' as Julito baptised his new sportscar. Ricardo was my age and often a few of us would pile into his toy-car, whizzing around the sand and the bushes, with no one to spoil the fun. Playa Abierta's borders were invisible but impenetrable. They reassured the adults, and liberated us to be children, such as we could not be in our troubled city.
For now, in the midst of his 1956 development, arrived news that Castro's tiny rebel forces had landed in Oriente Province and were conducting a guerilla war from the mountains. Oriente was about as far as one could get from Havana; more worrying to the better suburbs of Havana was their success in raising revolutionary cells amongst workers, activists and soldiers much closer to the capital. Marta's father, who together with Pepe PORTAL, vol. 6, no. 1, January 2009. 4 had already spent two periods of self-imposed exile abroad, did not have the confidence of his brother-in-law, and preferred to invest in bonds and shares and keep his assets fluid.
Political assassinations were becoming more common. Through 1956 political life grew steadily unstable. In 1957 Castro's local cell of supporters tried to storm the presidential palace, and though they failed to take it, Batista's government remained tense. By 1957 the houses, the new road to Varadero and Playa Abierta and most of the infrastructure of the settlement were complete. To show his gratitude to Batista for diverting the road near his property, Pepe threw one of the prodigious parties for which he and Marianita were famous in the city. President Batista came, the press reported it excitedly, photographs of Pepe and Batista adorned the walls of the Playa Abierta mansion. After the triumph of the Revolution on the first of January 1959 this close association between developer and disgraced president was not forgotten.
I don't ever recall a time in my childhood when the political did not intrude into our personal lives. Both my father and Pepe had held high offices in a previous government. They had made large gains as well as powerful enemies and had twice to leave the island for short periods. Exile was among the first words I learnt as a child! Many of my early childhood photographs are set in Mexico and in
Marta's family came to stay on most weekends. Her most treasured memory from her eleven years in Cuba is of a stroll on Pepe's beach sucking a mango juice through a straw.
Life seemed so secure that it seemed that Pepe's world must last forever. Remote though Playa Abierta was, in those uncertain days of 1957-58 security had to be maintained. Pepe's family's dwelling was the only one constructed on the eastern side of the beach, protected by an armed guard. Pepe kept one of his two cruisers always at Playa Abierta, for pleasure-but also for an emergency evacuation, allowing two means of hurried egress should the need arise. On the lofty heights above the beaches, he allowed Batista's troops to carry out manoeuvres and coastal surveillance, and to construct a massive concrete bunker for their equipment. That December 24 the whole community came together to attend midnight mass -la Misa de Gallo. Adults and children and staff formed a candle-lit party procession towards the chapel, carolling. The scent of the uva caleta bushes and the candles, the wash of the sea, the soft Cuban night, the exciting tales of the Green Monster who haunted the small lagoon at the foot of the chapel, the Spanish carols: they still dwell vividly in a memory fifty years old. There was now no getting away from the fact that 'the situation' had reached crisis point. Was it escape, flight, dignified departure or protest? Marianita's interpretation of these rushed events is that her husband certainly did not flee: he already had a ticket to Miami postponed until after the new year, and did not want to be caught in the crossfire. It is a question of male pride. No, her man was not fleeing out of cowardice, but convenience.
Weekend and holiday visits to
Exile has a long and honourable history among Cubans, and is the only course for any self-respecting Cuban man in the face of an oppressor. But the idea of the US government allowing a communist movement to take control over the island was unthinkable. To his family, Pepe was thus neither a fugitive nor an exile. The first would have been unmanly, the second would have granted the barbudos a status they did not deserve.
Whatever one's interpretation, the revolution had come so fast that transport services were still normal, but soon enough that everyone in the city was aware of their president's unseemly departure. Pepe took his Cadillac and light baggage. He had packed in a hurry and with the absolute certainty that his absence would be a matter of days or weeks, until the U.S. Government sent in the Marines to 'sort out the mess.' The ferry drew him away from his birth country. Arriving at Key West a few days later he was Vowing vengeance, Marianita returned to her Biltmore mansion in the city, where the prognosis was worse. At any moment the police or the militia were likely to arrive to count the number of inhabitants of the house while warning her that big houses like hers were needed urgently for schools. Marta, her two unmarried sisters and her mother left their rented property to offer mutual support. With her eldest son nearing the age of the army draft, and with Marianita as the wife of the despised Pepe Postino, it was clear that some of his family at least were at increasing risk of arrest, his house and goods of confiscation. Ten months after the revolution, in October 1959, the boys hurriedly were bundled on to a plane to the United States. Marianita herself followed two months later.
Marta's family left in April of the following year. Of all that she left behind, the little girl mourned her beloved stuffed rabbit that she was not allowed to bring on the plane. 
For me, it was a wonderful lesson in Cuban womanhood. It taught me that the word 'macho' does not exclusively relate to the male, but to those gender-free virtues of courage, dignity and honour that we Cubans value so much. I resolved to be a 'macho' during those difficult months: a vision that would never have occurred to me if my previous world had not been turned upside-down just a few months before, and circumstances had not offered me role models like Marianita and my mother. Not everything that I endured in Revolutionary Cuba was a nightmare. Some experiences proved very precious indeed.
Now reunited with his family in Miami, Pepe Postino continued to believe that it could not be long before Castro fell or was overthrown. When the Bay of Pigs invasion failed in 1961, he raged and plotted. It was rumoured that Che Guevara himself had taken up residence in the Big House at Playa Abierta. Pepe considered hiring someone to fly to Playa Abierta and bomb the place. Marianita prevailed upon him that this course was much too dangerous, then hit on a better plan. Why not get David and Francisco, their boat crew still in the island, to break into the Big House, pack Pepe's cruiser with as much of the house goods as they could fit in to the craft-and sail it to Miami? They did so to a heroes' welcome-before returning to their birthplace. The champagne bottle from which a toast to the downfall of the regime was drunk at Julito's wedding became a family icon.
Today Marianita's dearest pleasure is to walk around her apartment identifying the silver, the glassware, the objets d'art: 
The third return
Marta has revisited Playa Abierta several times since January 1996. A guard remains at the entrance to Pepe's mansion, still protecting the junior officers resting and recreating.
There are now barbed wire entanglements in place making it impossible to enter from the seaward side. She likes to think that this was prompted by her clandestine visit and a belated alarm raised by that unknown woman-dripping wet and with hair and clothes soaked with sand-who was last seen leaving the house and the grounds as if she owned the place.
In 1998, on her third visit to Playa Abierta, Marta met Felipe and María. 
I was approaching the chapel, and had stopped by the lagoon to remember the old tales of the Green

